With the increasing maturity of many sectors of the tourism industry, providers have enhanced their efforts to develop loyal relationships with selected customers-a strategy that theoretically results in higher profits and a more stable competitive advantage. There is mounting evidence, however, that most loyalty programs are ineffective in generating psychological attachment to the provider. Therefore, the primary purpose of this article was to document the factors associated with the formation of ongoing, stable, and intimate (i.e., loyal) relationships between individuals and a provider of a cruise package. Data from 20 in-depth interviews with purposefully selected cruisers suggested that loyal relationships between customers and a cruise provider depended on the treatment customers received from the provider, the opportunities customers had to help the provider, and the bond they had with a larger community of cruisers. Implications for the integration and extension of loyalty theory are discussed, and suggestions for the development of effective loyalty programs are offered.
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Understanding the factors that contribute to the development of loyal relationships is important in mature industries like tourism, in which competition is high and alternatives are numerous and undifferentiated (Fournier and Yao 1997) . Unfortunately, there is confusion regarding what loyalty is as well as the factors that contribute to it (Iwasaki and Havitz 1998; Pritchard, Havitz, and Howard 1999; Oliver 1999 ). This may be because attempts to study loyalty have focused on customer-provider relationships from a narrow, utilitarian perspective that overlooks the dynamic bonds developed between customers and providers (Fournier 1998) . The confusion may also be because researchers have focused only on the bond between customers and the provider, and have neglected the potentially important influence of customers' bonds with other customers of the same provider (Oliver 1999) .
Although customer loyalty has been a research focus for nearly a century (Copeland 1923) , this concept was introduced to the recreation and tourism field only two decades ago (Selin et al. 1988) . Early conceptualizations equated loyalty with repeated purchases from one provider or brand; however, the scope of the loyalty concept was soon expanded to include the customers' psychological attachment toward the provider (Day 1969) . This composite conceptualization of loyalty is now widely accepted in the marketing (Oliver 1999 ) and tourism fields (Petrick 2004) . The composite conceptualization of loyalty contends that customers' psychological attachment to the Oliver 1999); theories of social identity have been used to understand why customers choose specific providers to establish loyal relationships (Bhattacharya and Sen 2003) ; and theories about rules of social exchange have been used to examine how the type of treatment exchanged between customer and provider may determine the intensity and stability of their relationship (Dorsch and Carlson 1996; Morais, Dorsch, and Backman 2004) . The focus on interpersonal relationships to help explain customer loyalty is, however, but one attempt by researchers to understand the relationshipmarketing process. Berry (1983) , who introduced the term "relationship marketing," views it as a strategy to attract, maintain, and enhance customer relationships. Others suggest that relationship marketing focuses on managing interactions, relationships, and networks (Håkansson and Snehota 1995) ; requires the generation of customer databases (Vavra 1994 ); includes developing relationship-oriented integrated marketing communications (Conway and Whitelock 2004; Duncan and Moriarty 1997) ; involves the creation and maintenance of lasting relationships (Copulsky and Wolf 1990; Zinkhan 2002) ; and requires thinking about the product or service from the customer's perspective (Palmer 1994) .
RELATIONSHIP MARKETING
Communication involves the integration of, for example, advertising, direct marketing, sales promotion, and public relations into a two-way communication process (Stewart 1996) . This integrated approach requires that marketers obtain information about and build their communication plan on the wants and needs of customers (Schultz, Tannenbaum, and Lauterborn 1992) .
Customers' perception of relationships is holistic and cumulative (Norman 1992; Moller and Wilson 1995) . They do not view the service unilaterally. Instead, interrelated acts (e.g., a phone call to sign up for a trip, and a trip to the travel agency to pick up a ticket) and episodes (e.g., the series of acts that took place in attempting to sign up for a cruise) occurring around service delivery comprise an interaction that influences the relationship that develops between the customer and provider (Holmlund 1997; Liljander and Strandvik 1995) .
Value is created over time through effective communication and ongoing interaction (Payne and Holt 1999) . In fact, Ravald and Gronroos (1996, p. 23) suggested that "the relationship itself might have a major effect on the total value perceived [by consumers]." Providers cannot, however, create value without first understanding the value systems of customers that guide their decision-making processes. These value systems may involve developing trust in a provider (Kavali, Tzokas, and Saren 1999) or, as Ndubisi (2004) argued, the fulfillment of promises.
In summary, a successful relationship-marketing strategy requires that communication, interaction, and value be integrated into the development of marketing strategy. The degree to which providers are successful in developing a relationship with their consumers may, however, depend on context (e.g., cruise travel), the consumers' mode of operation (i.e., relational or transactional), and previous actions by both the consumer and the provider (Copulsky and Wolf 1990) .
BRAND COMMUNITIES
Authors have reported that individuals' social bonds with other customers may play a role in the formation of loyal relationships with a provider (McAlexander, Schouten, and Koenig 2002; Muniz and O'Guinn 2001) . Oliver (1999) proposed that some loyal customer-provider relationships are heavily fueled by customers' desire to belong to a social group united through the consumption of a specific product (i.e., brand community; Muniz and O'Guinn 2001) . Like traditional village communities, members of these communities tend to feel an obligation to help others in the group (Goodwin 1996) and expect to receive some form of protection from the group (Oliver 1999) . Some of the brand communities previously studied have included owners of Harley-Davidson motorcycles (Schouten and McAlexander 1995) , owners of Jeep sport utility vehicles (SUVs; McAlexander, Schouten, and Koenig 2002) , and owners of Ford Bronco SUVs, Macintosh computers, and Saab automobiles (Muniz and O'Guinn 2001) . Although the aforementioned communities are centered on the consumption of durable goods, most rely on periodic tourism-like gatherings to reinforce the cohesiveness of the community and to "perpetuate the community's shared history, culture, and consciousness" (Muniz and O'Guinn 2001, p. 413) . Examples of these "brandfests" (McAlexander, Schouten, and Koenig 2002) include Camp Jeep and Hog rallies. Contrastingly, studies of communities centered in the consumption of tourism brands are almost nonexistent in the literature. A valuable exception is a recent study by Kim, Lee, and Hiemstra (2004) examining whether belonging to an online community hosted by a travel provider generated loyalty toward that provider. They reported that the more individuals identified and communicated with the community, the more they visited the host Web site and the more they purchased travel products from the company.
PURPOSE
Substantial strides have been made in understanding discrete exchanges between customers and providers or customers and brand communities; however, a more comprehensive multidimensional model incorporating customers, providers, and brand communities has not been developed. Therefore, the primary purpose of this study is to document factors associated with the formation of an ongoing, stable (i.e., loyal) relationship between individuals and their cruise provider (see Figure 1 ). Our specific objectives are to (1) document the factors that contribute to the formation of a loyal relationship, (2) establish how individuals describe each of these factors, (3) explore whether the factors are similarly expressed in the loyalty and communities of consumption literature, and (4) propose a modified model of loyalty based on the results of this study. Finally, through highlighting the themes that emerge from the data, we will suggest how providers can create more effective strategies for developing loyal relationships with their customers. located in Smalltown, Pennsylvania. In industry terms, this cruise package can be characterized as a "Pied Piper tour" in which a famous or visible individual serves as the figurehead in the marketing and delivery of the tour. In the case of Smith's Cruisers, this individual is Mr. Smith, a prominent figure on a local TV news channel. The Smith's Cruisers package includes travel to and from the point of departure, air travel, airport transfers, an all-inclusive cruise to a warm destination, and thank-you gifts like an annual reunion picnic.
Smith's Cruisers began in 1987. Since then, the cruise has grown in popularity, drawing up to 180 individuals for some cruises. Impressively, at least 50% of the individuals who travel with Smith's Cruisers are repeat cruisers, several have gone on more than 8 cruises, and many have demonstrated high levels of devotion to the product as well as resistance to switch to other providers. The following two quotes reflect the high degree of loyalty these customers have for Smith's Cruisers, and the third quote reflects how that loyalty is extended to other products offered by the travel agency.
It's like after you sign up you say, what ship are we going on? I think before the travel agency even advertised this year they had probably 80 people signed up. (1) 2 Sometimes when we travel independent we still go with Brown Travel to get our airfares, they schedule it for us. . . . 
METHOD
A purposeful sample of 20 individuals who had cruised with Smith's Cruisers more than once was asked to participate in this study (Table 1) . These individuals were identified by Brown Travel.
In-depth interviews lasting 1 to 3 hours were conducted during a 2-month period. Individuals were invited to these interviews through a personalized introductory letter followed by a phone call. During the phone call, individuals were told that the conversation would focus on their cruise experience with Smith's Cruisers. This method, according to Denzin and Lincoln (2000) , is appropriate for acquiring information about and the meanings attached to an event (e.g., a cruise). During the interview, participants were asked to answer openended questions such as "Tell me about your cruise experiences," "When did you first start to travel with Smith's Cruisers?" and "Why do you continue to cruise with Smith's Cruisers?" The goal of the questions was to offer participants a chance to reflect on their cruise experiences and express what cruising with Smith's Cruisers meant to them.
DATA ANALYSIS
On completion of the first interview, the three investigators listened to a tape recording and read the corresponding transcription. The intent was to explore whether (1) there had been an appropriate level of depth in the interview or (2) the interviewer had exerted undue influence through probing. The results of this reflexive step guided the remaining interviews (n = 19; Denzin and Lincoln 2000) .
After transcription by an independent contractor, copies of the transcripts were sent to participants, who were asked to proof the results for accuracy and, if necessary, note any changes. No changes were requested. The investigators then (1) individually coded the data using both open and axial coding, and (2) identified themes through a process of interactive consensus (i.e., compare and contrast themes until consensus is reached ; Creswell 2003; Miles and Huberman 1994) . The resulting themes provided a framework for linking to the loyalty and communities of consumption literature. As Richards and Richards (1994, p. 446) 
LOYALTY TO SMITH'S CRUISERS
In response to the argument that most researchers have adopted a narrow perspective of loyalty as derived through customer-provider relationships (Fournier 1998) , the findings section is divided into three parts representing the three themes that emerged from the data. The first part has as its focus what loyal customers receive from the provider, whereas the second part focuses on the opposite-what the customer gives to the provider. Both build on the notion that customers and provider must invest in each other if loyalty is to develop between them (Dorsch and Carlson 1996) . The final part extends our understanding of loyalty by focusing on bonds developed between customers and brand communities (Muniz and O'Guinn 2001) . the central figure in this package cruise. Moreover, the participants clearly appreciate the distinct contributions of each group/individual. For example, agency staff members were described as caring and supportive by less experienced/confident participants and as diligent and responsive by "seasoned" participants.
I mean it just-it's like a family thing. And the girls at Brown Travel, you know, it's like I can call and say, this is Bonnie and they know. . . . But they work so hard on it, the Brown's office, to make sure that everybody has every document that they need to bring. . . . They send so many things. Field a lot of calls from those people that are still a little leery about traveling. (1) Mr. Brown interacted with participants before and during the cruise. Accordingly, Mr. Brown was most often mentioned in relation to his role as group leader during the travel to and from the ship and during the cruise itself. Overall, participants described Mr. Brown as a protective figure ready to help or counsel them when needed. The comments below reflect the profound trust many participants had in him.
Mr. Brown is more our age. He is compassionate, really looks after the people. (3) I can't say enough about Mr. Brown. Mr. Brown is a really nice guy. I mean, he would bend over backwards for you. If you had a problem, he would see that it's taken care of. (10) Mr. Brown has an older, wiser air about him. . . . And he, it's just my feeling that if, if something went wrong, he's the person to go to. He's the go to guy. He'll take care of it. . . . Is that knowledge, that, that wisdom . . .
[to] get it done when it needs to be done. (20) Although Mr. Brown and Mr. Smith had similar group leadership responsibilities, few participants mentioned being helped by Mr. Smith. Instead, Mr. Smith was characterized as a fun and approachable figure that gave a common anchor to the group. Due to his public image, many felt proud sharing the cruise experience with him and belonging to "his" group of cruisers. The statements below exemplify his ability to make fellow cruisers feel that they are part of his inner circle of friends and his role in energizing the group.
We were at the Smalltown library and who comes over but [Mr. Smith] and he remembers Walter. Hello Walter. It really made you feel good, you see him on TV all the time, you know him. But after a year you know my name? He knows it on the ship because you are wearing it. So you say, well you know it because you have your little pin on. But he remembered. So he remembered it, made us feel good. I mean, I can walk down the street and he would remember who I am. (9) [Mr. Smith] just socializes with everybody and goes on tours and makes suggestions. You know he and his wife do the thing. (16) I look at Mr. Smith as being like, kind of like the . . . Ringmaster. He kind of gets things going in this direction. In the direction it needs to be going, plus, he's, he's got a great personality. He's got a very warm and inviting personality. So he's, you'd warm up to him. It's hard not to like this guy. (20) These findings reveal that the caring service received from the travel agency staff, the assurance offered by Mr. Brown, and the status provided by Mr. Smith were critical to the relationship consumers had established with the "provider." 
Giving Special Treatment back to the Provider
When customers perceive that the provider is investing special treatment in them, they tend to feel indebted and want to help the provider in an equitable manner (Morais, Dorsch, and Backman 2004) . The second theme that emerged from the data clearly supported this notion. For example, participants reported that they helped the provider in various ways before and during the cruise. Before the cruise, many indicated that they recommended the cruise to their friends and family. They reported that they wore the Smith's Cruisers T-shirts from previous years in public. And they noted that they frequently provided feedback to Mr. Brown regarding the best ships, potential destinations, and the best times to travel. In addition, many "seasoned" cruisers indicated that they proudly helped other group members during the air travel and when on excursions at the ports of call. The first two quotes illustrate the role of loyal participants in precruise promotions. The third quote demonstrates how special participants feel when helping the provider.
We filmed one [commercial] last year. . . . This fellow had a pool and we taped [a TV ad] next to the pool. . . . [Mr. Smith] gave everybody breakfast and that was our pay for it, you know. How many were there? There was probably about 20 people. He calls upon his friends and we do a commercial. It's fun. (10) [They] go over the entire ship and everything [in the fall gathering]. We go to those because as I said we're the instigators of having other people go on the cruise and that's where they get a feel for what goes on. (15) Once we were invited by Mr. Smith and his wife to help a couple of couples and then one year someone who was, I want to say they are a helper, they have people who would kind of organize things in smaller groups. And they asked us if we would see that everybody got to Pittsburgh Airport. That kind of thing, we would make sure that they were all together and their luggage was all together and led them all to the bus. That was nice that he did that and we didn't have any problem in helping. (5) When examined together, the data supporting the two themes (i.e., receiving and giving special treatment) reveal a customer-provider relationship that consists of much more than an exchange of a product for money. Instead, these presumably loyal relationships seem to be grounded in mutual investments of special resources between customers and the provider. As suggested by McAlexander, Schouten, and Koenig (2002) and by Oliver (1999) , the mutual investments made between the customers and the provider only partially explain the loyalty observed among members of the Smith's Cruisers group. The interviews also confirmed that there is a strong sense of "brand community" (Muniz and O'Guinn 2001) .
Relationship with a Brand Community
The final theme supported Oliver's (1999) contention that members of a brand community experience a sense of belonging through common allegiance toward a product or a brand. Participants described Smith's Cruisers as a large family or group of friends that shares many experiences prior to, during, and after the trip.
And then when you get there they have a cocktail party for the Smith's Cruisers and they give everybody T-shirts. So we know when we see people out walking around, we'll say well they're from our group. You know it's kind of nice to be a part of a group. (19) See there are 2,000 people on the ship and there are 150 of us say. . . . Well you know we have a cocktail party and we get to meet them but when you get out on the ship itself and you happen to see one of those T-shirts you just go up and start talking. (15) I really don't care what islands we go to. I just enjoy the trips because I enjoy the company. . . . I think my most positive reason [to keep going back] is the company I'm with. (17) Actually a couple of the other couples we got to really know we've been seeing them down at the mall. We just exchange pleasantries or visits. (4) Another important similarity mentioned by various participants was their geographic proximity to each other. As may be seen in the following quotes, participants felt that Smith's Cruisers consisted of a group of neighbors from the region surrounding Smalltown, Pennsylvania.
There was a cruise we went on and . . . we met up with a couple that [I] used to work with. I didn't even know they were coming and that was very interesting. But we knew that there would be somebody from this area. . . . It's not like well they are going to have you with somebody from out in Michigan or somewhere else. So it made it very nice that you find out-hey I'm from Smalltown. Oh gee, that's not too far from where we live. (9) Another thing they do is they give everybody T-shirts and they tell you to wear them a lot. And you would be amazed that when you are out on another tour or something and you have a shirt on or you see someone with that shirt on, it's instant recognition and they almost always talk: hey hi, how are you doing? You feel like you are neighbors basically. (5) Another core characteristic of brand communities is that their members feel a "sense of duty or obligation to the community as a whole" (Muniz and O'Guinn 2001, p. 413 ). This notion, termed "communality" (Goodwin 1996) , presupposes that each member of the brand community will feel obligated to help the other members and will expect in turn to enjoy the "protectiveness of the collective" (Oliver 1999, p. 40) . As the following quotes illustrate, this sense of communality was very important to the participants. The support received from the community was particularly evident with respect to the perceived risks of touring in foreign ports of call and negotiating complex air travel arrangements.
But when you are out on the streets on an island most everybody wears [the Smith's Cruisers T-shirts]. When JOURNAL OF TRAVEL RESEARCH 383 you see their shirts you know that's one of your friends. (3) Everybody kind of looks out for everybody else. And you know you see them in the ship and say hi there. How are you and what have you. (13) In addition, the support provided by the group extended beyond increasing the comfort level of members in need. As illustrated by a female participant, community members were often instrumental in helping others overcome constraints to participation in the cruise. In this specific case, the community helped find a roommate for her.
I told her that [my husband had] died and she said, are you going on the cruise? And I said, well, if I can find someone to go with me. And she called a friend of hers in Atlanta . . . and said what do you think? And I said, that will be fine. . . . So we're going together. (13) Lastly, although few participants mentioned skipping years, those who did indicated that they felt that they had disappointed the community. The following quotes exemplify this feeling.
We didn't go in 1999. That's when we went to the Mediterranean. And we felt there's something wrong here. And a lot of them that went, it's like, what do you mean you're not going? So it's like you're letting the group down if you don't go. (1) I know twice that we didn't go and friends went. Well . . . I felt bad when I knew that because we weren't on the ship. (3)
ADVANCES FOR LOYALTY THEORY
The findings revealed that loyal relationships in the context of cruising have evolved through customers' positive relationships with their provider and their "community" of cruisers. Thus, support is provided for the literature on customer-provider relationships (Morais, Dorsch, and Backman 2004) and brand communities (Muniz and O'Guinn 2001) .
When considering the exchanges made between the customer and the provider (including agency staff, owner, and figurehead), the findings are consistent with Morais, Dorsch, and Backman's (2004) Resource Investment Model. For example, it was evident that customers enjoyed receiving special treatment from the provider and also felt good when they had the opportunity to help the provider. According to Morais, Dorsch, and Backman (2004) , special treatment consisting of intangible and particularistic resource investments contributes to a feeling of indebtedness to the provider (Gouldner 1960) and creates a need to give back similar resources. This, in turn, makes customers feel that they have made investments in the provider and want to protect that investment (equity) by solidifying their relationship with the provider (Dorsch and Carlson 1996) . They may also have attached value to their relationship and as such made a commitment to the provider (Ravald and Gronroos 1996) . Furthermore, the absence of comments about discounts and free upgrades substantiates previous assertions that these generic rewards are not successful in generating psychological attachment to the provider (Bissell 1996; Bolton, Kannan, and Bramlett 2000; Gilbert 1996; Mattila 2001; McIlroy and Barnett 2000) . Instead, as relationship marketers suggest, communication, ongoing interaction, and a perception of value may be more responsible for enduring relationships between customers and providers (Moller and Wilson 1995; Kavali, Tzokas, and Saren 1999; Stewart 1996) . In many cases, however, providers compete in mature and price-sensitive environments and therefore are forced to use rewards programs. Recent findings regarding the effectiveness of airline reward programs revealed that customers were not affected by miles earned or free tickets; however, they were reported to value the prestige associated with belonging to a preferred customer tier (Long et al. 2003) . Therefore, future research should explore to what extent discount programs may undermine loyalty strategies focused on generating intangible investments and brand communities.
As noted earlier, the findings suggest that important extensions to the current understanding of customer-provider exchanges and of brand communities be considered. First, the findings revealed that customers do not have a unidimensional view of the provider. Instead, they recognize the various players (i.e., the agency staff, owner, and central figure) who represent the provider. This finding suggests that previous loyalty research may have overlooked the multilevel complexity of customer-provider relationships. Macintosh and Lockshin (1997) are the only authors who have empirically examined how customers integrate their relationships with staff members and with the broader brand. They reported that loyalty to a retail store was predicted by customers' commitment to a preferred staff member and to the store. Therefore, considering Macintosh and Lockshin's findings, the relationship-marketing literature that suggests that consumers' perception of relationships is holistic and cumulative (Norman 1992) , and the findings of this study, future research should explore how customers relate with various players within the provider and discriminate how each of those relationships may affect overall loyalty to the provider. The Smith's Cruisers community exhibited many of the characteristics previously identified in other brand communities, namely, they felt that they belonged to a group of "homogeneous," "familiar" "friends." In fact, their brand community involves a strong "consciousness of kind" (Muniz and O'Guinn 2001, p. 413) in which community members share an intrinsic connection and distinguish themselves from others. This distinction from other brand communities was evident when participants noted that their group (1) felt an obligation to help others in the community (Goodwin 1996) , (2) placed the consumption of the cruise at the center of their self-and social identities (Oliver 1999) , and (3) would not want to go with certain cruise lines because they were for a "different kind of people."
The geographic boundedness of the Smith's Cruisers brand community contrasts with Muniz and O'Guinn's (2001) assertions that modern "communities are no longer restricted by geography" (p. 413). One example of a completely nongeographical brand community is Kim, Lee, and 384 MAY 2006 Hiemstra's (2004) online travel brand community. The Smith's Cruisers community incorporates traits typical of more traditional communities, which may be due to the specific sociodemographic characteristics of its members (i.e., older adults from a small, semirural town). Alternatively, it is possible that the geographic focus of the Smith's Cruisers may be specific to tourism brand communities. Tourism is inherently associated with movement away from home; therefore, it is reasonable to argue that tourism brand communities may tend to include individuals who share a common home space or destination space. In addition, McAlexander, Schouten, and Koenig (2002) proposed that many brand communities may exhibit different degrees of geographic boundedness through time. Although the Smith's Cruisers community seems to entail a permanent degree of geographic boundedness, other communities may alternate from complete dispersion to temporary concentrations during brandfests (e.g., Camp Jeep or a Hog rally). Thus, further research should contrast brand communities with different degrees of geographic boundedness to help understand this variable.
In conclusion, the findings indicated that the customers had what Oliver (1999) called a fully bonded loyal relationship with the provider. As illustrated in the "Love Triangle" (Figure 2 ), customers maintained stable and intimate relationships with the provider, and those relationships were supported by the brand community. As discussed earlier, these relationships consisted of more than an exchange of services for money and included feelings of mutual trust and devotion, much like relationships that individuals would establish with loved ones (Ahuvia 1992; Halliday 2004; Oliver 1999) .
In addition, the informants belonged to a community that facilitated and encouraged its members' devoted relationships with the provider (Muniz and O'Guinn 2001; Oliver 1999) . Worthy of additional empirical inquiry is exploring how each of these two factors interacts to foster loyalty in customer relationships and whether one would still be effective in the absence of the other.
DEVELOPING EFFECTIVE LOYALTY PROGRAMS
Many loyalty programs being used in the tourism industry have proved ineffective in generating true customer loyalty (Bolton, Kannan, and Bramlett 2000; Dowling and Uncles 1997; Mattila 2001) . For this reason, Shoemaker and Lewis (1999) have suggested that they should instead be called "frequency programs" because they appear to create repeat purchases to the expense of higher price sensitivity and eroded profit margins. The question that remains, then, is how to develop customers' psychological attachment to the provider. The findings in this study indicate that loyalty programs need to include three critical elements. First, loyalty programs must make customers feel that they are receiving special treatment. Second, they must include mechanisms for customers to give back to the provider. And, last, the programs must facilitate the development of a "community" of customers.
As evidenced by participants' comments, loyalty to the provider is not achieved with price discounts or upgrades. Instead, loyalty programs must include strategies that make the targeted customers feel they are special (Morais, Dorsch, and Backman 2004) . The ways to accomplish this are context specific; however, some examples might include using the customers' names and nicknames, giving them special access to provider staff such as cell phone numbers or e-mail addresses, giving access to backstage spaces and places on cruise ships such as food preparation areas and the navigation bridge, or providing informational sessions by cruise ship staff (e.g., "What is it like to live onboard ship?"). In addition, the program must include opportunities for customers to give back to the provider. These may include facilitating word-of-mouth advertising to friends, asking for suggestions, or allowing participants to volunteer time.
In addition to fostering the relationship between customers and the provider, loyalty programs should also foster the development of a brand community (Oliver 1999) . The provider examined in this study offered several social venues during the year to facilitate social links among its customers. Other examples might include newsletters or online chat rooms. These communities may be critical because, according to this study's results and other recent empirical evidence (McAlexander, Schouten, and Koenig 2002; Muniz and O'Guinn 2001) , they help accomplish fully bonded and supported customer relationships by reducing constraints to participation and increasing the costs of switching to a different provider.
NOTES
1. Fictitious names were used to protect the identities of the providers.
2. Numbers in parentheses after quotes refer to the participant number listed in Table 1. 
